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One neglected area of research in sport event management has been to examine the motivations of 

individuals to take part in large, multinational sport-for-development (SFD) events. The importance 

of examining such motivations is highlighted by SFD’s frequent struggle with attracting individuals 

to the programs, despite well-meaning intentions and agendas. Hence, we undertook this study to 

examine participant motivations for attending the World Scholar-Athlete Games and World Youth 

Peace Summit, a combined, multinational SFD event with a peace agenda set in the US. We con-

ducted two studies—one quantitatively focused and the other through personal interviews and focus 

groups. Results from both studies revealed that individuals were motivated to participate in order to 

engage in world learning, for skill development, and for the opportunity to travel, with world learning 

being the most prominent factor. International participants had higher mean scores on all factors than 

domestic participants, and sport participants were more motivated by skill development than fine arts 

participants. These findings imply that sport events with a peace focus should highlight socializa-

tion opportunities and the mission of the organization to attract participants, while still providing an 

environment of healthy competition and skill development.

Key words: Athlete motivation; Sport event participant motivation; Sport-for-development (SFD); 
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that target elite athletes, like the Olympic Games 

(Xu & Pegg, 2007). Athletes are motivated to take 

part in these primarily for the opportunity to com-

pete and test themselves against elite competition 

Introduction

Much of the research on international sport events 

has centered upon large-scale, multinational events 

http://www.cognizantcommunication.com
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(Vallerand, 1997, 2007). However, one neglected 

area of research in sport event management has 

been to examine the motivations of individuals to 

take part in large, multinational sport-for-devel-

opment (SFD) events. We can define SFD as the 

use of sport to exert a positive influence on pub-

lic health, the socialization of children, youth, and 

adults, the social inclusion of the disadvantaged, 

the economic development of regions and states, 

and on fostering intercultural exchange and conflict 

resolution (Lyras & Welty Peachey, 2011; Sugden, 

2008). Unlike many multinational sport events, 

where the purpose is primarily on sporting excel-

lence, many SFD events have the primary goal of 

fostering peace, understanding, and cultural accep-

tance among people from disparate communities. 

Instead of focusing solely on athletic competition, 

these SFD events often combine sports with cul-

tural and educational activities and programming 

to achieve their missions (Lyras & Welty Peachey, 

2011; Schulenkorf & Edwards, 2012). As an illus-

trative example, the Gay Games (Federation of 

Gay Games, n.d.) is organized around high-level 

sport competition, but also includes cheer, cho-

ral activities, bands, and other cultural elements 

( Cunningham & Melton, 2012).

A SFD event focused on both elite competition 

and a social cause or peace-centered mission would 

have a multilayered design scheme centered on 

both excellence and pleasure derived through its 

competitive sport offerings and related social, edu-

cational, and cultural activities. Typically, a sport-

ing event is organized around one design scheme, 

such as pursuit of excellence (i.e., the event is 

organized such that participants come to compete 

against high-caliber opponents and the focus is on 

competition and winning) or pursuit of pleasure 

(i.e., the event is organized such that participants 

come to take part due to the pleasure derived from 

the activities alone) (Chelladurai, 1992). A layered 

design scheme, however, could lead to multiple 

motivations for individuals to participate, and these 

would potentially differ from motivations to take 

part in mainstream sport events or other social jus-

tice events. Thus, it is vital to understand partici-

pant motivations for these types of elite SFD events 

in order to contribute to a robust theoretical under-

standing of SFD participant motivations, as this 

line of theoretical inquiry is still in its infancy and 

requires further development and extensions (Lyras 

& Welty Peachey, 2011).

In addition, the primacy of examining such moti-

vations is highlighted by SFD’s frequent struggle 

with attracting individuals to the programs, despite 

well-meaning intentions and agendas (Lyras &  

Welty Peachey, 2011). Identifying motivational fac-

tors that can be attributable to participants in vari-

ous SFD events with different missions and foci can 

thus be advantageous for organizers in recruiting 

and retaining participants, as events could be struc-

tured and designed to capitalize on these motiva-

tions. In addition, understanding initial motivations 

would be helpful in eventually converting partici-

pants to volunteers in order to sustain the events 

over the long term. Hence, we undertook this study 

to examine participants’ motivations for attending. 

To do so, we conducted two studies—one quan-

titatively focused and the other through personal 

interviews and focus groups—at a large-scale, elite, 

multinational SFD event focused on developing 

peace and understanding among youth from various 

countries. In the following section, we present our 

conceptual framework.

Conceptual Framework

In drawing from Luthans (1998) and Ford (1992), 

we considered motivation to participate in SFD 

events as the processes, goals, and emotions that 

serve to energize people to participate and maintain 

their involvement in SFD events. Unfortunately, 

systematic investigation into what constitutes this 

motivation is lacking. This omission might be due 

to the complex nature of said events, as they com-

monly contain social, educational, and cultural ele-

ments (Lyras & Welty Peachey, 2011; Schulenkorf 

& Edwards, 2012), with various possible outcome 

foci. Given (a) the complex nature of SFD events 

and (b) the lack of a strong theoretical framework 

couched within the SFD literature to guide our 

investigation, we opted to draw from various lit-

erature bases, including leisure, physical activity, 

sport, and festivals, to identify possible motives 

for participation.

In reviewing this literature, we identified six 

possible motives that might energize people to 
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participate and maintain their involvement in SFD 

events. The first motivation is socialization—a com-

mon element to which researchers have pointed in 

the youth sport context (Gill, Gross, & Huddleston, 

1983), among club sport participants (Recours, 

Souville, & Griffet, 2004), among physical activ-

ity participants (Cunningham, 2007), in the leisure 

context (Manfredo, Driver, & Tarrant, 1996), among 

elite athletes (Riemer & Chelladurai, 1998), and in 

the art, music, or cultural festival context (Bowen 

& Daniels, 2005; Crompton & McKay, 1997; 

 Nicholson & Pearce, 2001). Within the context of 

SFD events, participants might be motivated by the 

desire to meet new people or develop friendships 

with others. Illustrative of this possibility, Riemer 

and Chelladurai (1998) observed that college ath-

letes’ commitment to their team was strongly associ-

ated with the quality of interactions they had with 

their teammates.

Other authors have theorized that participants 

engage in sport and physical activity endeavors as 

a way to further refine their skills and talents (Chel-

ladurai, 1992; Cunningham, 2007; Gill et al., 1983; 

Treasure & Roberts, 1994, 1998). For example, in an 

analysis of the Australian Scholar-Athlete Games, 

Dickson (2010) observed that the most significant 

motivator for participants was the pursuit of skill, 

or a desire to develop new talents and ideas. Gill 

et al. (1983), in recognizing the importance of this 

motivation for youth sport participants, argued that 

since “boys and girls want to learn and improve 

their skill, program organizers should not lose sight 

of this objective” (p. 9). Such sentiments are appli-

cable within the context of the current study, as par-

ticipants might pursue SFD opportunities as a way 

of further honing their skills, be they focusing on 

sport or fine arts.

Related to skill development is the participants’ 

motivation to demonstrate excellence. A number 

of authors have suggested as much (Chelladurai, 

1992; Cunningham, 2007; Recours et al., 2004; 

Treasure & Roberts, 1994, 1998). For instance, par-

ticipants might be energized to participate in SFD 

events when they have the ability to outclass other 

participants or demonstrate the superiority of their 

skills, whether sport or fine arts related. Events 

such as the Olympic Games, World Championships 

in various sports, and National Championships in 

intercollegiate sport in the US are organized around 

and capitalize on pursuit of excellence.

Other motivations might be more specific to 

SFD events. For instance, participants might 

also desire to take part in SFD events as a way of 

strengthening their capabilities as a world citizen. 

This motivation is consistent with the social justice 

orientation of many SFD events (Lyras & Welty 

Peachey, 2011; Schulenkorf & Edwards, 2012). 

For instance, the Homeless World Cup has many 

stated goals, including using sport to reengage 

persons who might otherwise be marginalized or 

mistreated in society (Sherry, 2010). Similarly, 

Schulenkorf and Edwards (2012) noted that the 

SFD event in their study focused on youth as a cat-

alyst to promote social change among otherwise 

divided societies. Finally, Welty Peachey, Cohen, 

Borland, and Lyras (2013) observed that SFD vol-

unteers realized increased awareness and apprecia-

tion of social justice, and following the event, they 

also expressed increased willingness to advocate 

on behalf of those issues. Recognizing these possi-

bilities, participants might seek to become engaged 

in SFD opportunities as a way of becoming a better 

world citizen.

Another reason people might be energized to 

participate in SFD events is because of their desire 

to learn about different cultures. A number of 

researchers have noted these possibilities stemming 

from SFD events, including increases in youth 

participants’ cultural capital (Spaajj, 2009) and 

cross-cultural friendships (Sugden, 2008). Simi-

larly, researchers focusing on art, music, or cultural 

festivals have shown that people are motivated, in 

part, based on their desire for cultural exploration, 

such as discovering and experiencing customs and 

cultures otherwise unfamiliar to them (Bowen & 

Daniels, 2005; Crompton & McKay, 1997; Funk, 

Toohey & Bruun, 2007). Collectively, these stud-

ies suggest the desire to learn about other cultures 

might represent another motivational dimension for 

SFD event participants.

Finally, some participants might engage in SFD 

events because of the opportunities to travel. This 

theme of travel and seeking new experiences was 

also common at the Australian University Games 

(Xu & Pegg, 2007). Many SFD events are held in 

large, metropolitan areas, and when large enough, 
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might afford international travel opportunities. Thus, 

for participants seeking travel opportunities, par-

ticipation in SFD events might be ideal.

Research Context for the Current Study

To examine participant motivations to take part 

in an elite SFD event that had multiple layers of 

its design scheme, we selected the 2011 World 

 Scholar-Athlete Games (WSAG) and World Youth 

Peace Summit (WYPS), a combined program held 

in Hartford, Connecticut. The mission of these 

events was to bring together the future leaders of 

the world to break down stereotypes, foster peace 

and understanding, and effect personal development 

and social change. The WSAG has been held every 

4 years since 1993, and over 10,000 young people, 

ages 15–19, have participated in the program. There 

were 525 youth (290 female and 235 male) from 40 

countries who took part in both events in 2011.

The WSAG platform consisted of sport, fine 

arts, and educational programs. Young people 

participated as a specialist in one activity (either 

sports or fine arts). Approximately three fourths of 

the participants took part in the sport program and 

one fourth in the fine arts program. As mentioned 

previously, SFD events often combine sports with 

cultural and educational activities and program-

ming to achieve their missions, instead of solely 

focusing on athletic competition (Lyras & Welty 

Peachey, 2011; Schulenkorf & Edwards, 2012). 

Doing so helps to more deeply enrich the vari-

ous activities and, consequently, allows for more 

developmental opportunities. This was the case 

with the WSAG and WYPS, as both sport and 

fine arts participants were targeted in recruitment 

efforts. As such, we believed it was important to 

assess motivations of both the sport and fine arts 

participants in order to be aligned with the philo-

sophical underpinnings of many SFD events, and 

the WSAG and WYPS specifically.

To take part in the WSAG and WYPS, young 

people had to be nominated by a teacher or coach 

and meet four selection criteria: (a) a distinguished 

record in her or his respective sport or fine arts 

activity (e.g., received all-conference or all-state 

designations if an athlete, or recognized in some 

distinguished capacity through honors or awards if 

a fine artist); (b) a notable academic record (e.g., 

achieved honor roll status or the equivalent); (c) a 

record of leadership in school, team, and community 

activities; and (d) previous participation in commu-

nity service and volunteer work (WSAG, n.d.).

In contrast to most international sporting events, 

there were no national teams at the WSAG; par-

ticipants from diverse countries and cultures were 

placed on the same teams or cultural activity groups. 

Organizers strategically placed young people from 

areas of the world that were in conflict on the same 

team or fine arts activity group, with the premise 

of using team-based goals, competition, and coop-

eration to facilitate understanding and acceptance 

(WSAG, n.d.). Sport participants engaged in prac-

tices and a competitive tournament, while the fine 

arts participants developed works that were show-

cased in recitals, displays, and at the closing cere-

monies. As mentioned previously, all sport and fine 

arts participants took part in an educational compo-

nent on each day of the WSAG. The young people 

heard a keynote address each morning on a salient 

topic, provided by a prominent world or national 

leader in government, business, education, or sport, 

and then broke into discussion groups to dialogue 

about questions and issues raised by the speakers. 

The purpose of the educational component was to 

foster dialogue and idea exchange and assist youth 

with developing action plans to take back to their 

home communities to serve as strategies for initiat-

ing social change (WSAG, n.d.).

The WYPS directly followed the WSAG, and 

had a specific goal of assisting the young people 

with further developing peace and community ser-

vice projects that they could implement in their 

home communities. WYPS participants took part 

in workshops designed to help them develop action 

plans for change in their home communities, and 

to provide strategies for designing programs and 

projects at the local level using sport or the arts to 

positively impact communities. International lead-

ers in program development, international policy, 

and leadership led the workshops. All of the WSAG 

participants took part in the WYPS; there were no 

additional individuals taking part in the WYPS 

who did not participate in the WSAG. Thus, 525 

young people took part in the WYPS (the same as 

in the WSAG). These two events were combined, 

as a young person had to take part in both events in 

order to be accepted as a participant.
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Thus, the WSAG and WYPS were an elite, com-

bined event that built upon excellence by providing 

high-caliber competition and activity groups through 

its sport and fine arts components. In addition, it 

presented the opportunity for skill development 

of participants. However, the WSAG and WYPS 

also had another layer of design that was presaged 

on the peace-centered mission—educational and 

social activities designed more around fostering 

world citizenship, socialization, and enhancing cul-

tural understanding than pursuit of excellence or 

skill development. Hence, we deemed this context 

an appropriate setting to examine participant moti-

vations to attend an elite, multinational event with 

multiple layers of foci (excellence, skill develop-

ment, developing world citizens, enhancing cultural 

understanding, etc.), and to ascertain if these layers 

worked together to attract participants. To do so, we 

undertook a two-study investigation. Study 1, a quan-

titative examination of the participant motivations, is 

presented first, followed by Study 2, which takes a 

qualitative approach to exploring motivations. We 

then offer a general discussion integrating the find-

ings from both studies. In a call for mixed methods 

studies, Ercikan and Roth (2006) state the need for 

integrative approaches. Integrative approaches can 

provide appropriate forms of knowledge and utilize 

different units of analysis via diverse methodology. 

We believed it important to employ a mixed methods 

design in order to triangulate the findings and allow 

for deeper probing of motivations than could be 

obtained through quantitative methodology alone.

Study 1

In drawing from our conceptual framework, the 

purpose of Study 1 was to quantitatively examine 

young peoples’ motives for participating in the 

WSAG and WYPS. The three research questions 

guiding Study 1 were as follows:

 RQ1:   What are the initial motivations of indi-

viduals for participating in the WSAG and 

WYPS?

 RQ2:   Which motivations for participating in the 

WSAG and WYPS are strongest?

 RQ3:   How do demographic characteristics influ-

ence motivations to participate in the WSAG 

and WYPS?

Method

Participants. Participants included 223 young 

people, ages 15–19, taking part in the WSAG and 

WYPS. The sample included 121 girls, 100 boys, 

and 2 people who did not indicate their gender. The 

mean age was 16.54 years (SD = 1.15). Most partic-

ipants were from the US (n = 136, 61%), followed 

by Ireland (n = 55, 24.7%); 18 countries were rep-

resented in all. Participants took part in a variety of 

events, including various kinds of sport (e.g., bas-

ketball, lacrosse, soccer; n = 164, 73.5%) and fine 

arts activities (e.g., art, creative writing, symphony; 

n = 51, 22.9%).

Measures. Participants completed a question-

naire assessing their motivation to participate in the 

event and were asked to provide their demographic 

characteristics. The response rate was 42%. Demo-

graphic items included questions related to their 

gender, age, country of origin, and sport played. 

Prior to distributing the questionnaire, we asked 

a panel of experts (n = 3) to review the items for 

content validity evidence. The panel provided rec-

ommendations for minor changes, but the general 

theme remained the same. The questionnaire was 

designed to capture the possible initial motivations 

related to a large-scale, elite international sporting 

event with the aim to foster peace, understanding, 

and cultural acceptance.

In drawing from the conceptual framework we 

developed for the study, we measured motivation 

with nine items. The stem read, “Please rate how the 

following factors influenced your decision to partici-

pate in the (event). Participating in the (Event) allows 

me to. . . .” Items included “participate in elite com-

petition,” “better my athletic/fine arts skills,” “partic-

ipate on teams or groups with talented individuals,” 

“travel the world,” “visit the United States,” “learn 

more about other cultures,” “meet new people,” 

“develop new friendships,” and “become a better 

world citizen.” A Likert-type scale from 1 (strongly 

disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) anchored each item.

Procedures. Prior to initiating Study 1, institu-

tional review board approval was received for both 

Study 1 and Study 2. As many of the participants 

were younger than age 18, we distributed parental 
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permission forms prior to the event, and completed 

forms were returned via mail, electronically, or in 

person (at registration). For persons who had paren-

tal permission or who were 18 years or older, we 

distributed the questionnaire during their check-in 

and registration. All participants completed and 

returned the questionnaire and other forms perti-

nent to the event at that time.

Results and Discussion

Participation Motivation. Our first research 

question focused on motivations participants had to 

take part in the event. As such, we first conducted 

a principal components analysis with varimax rota-

tion to explore the underlying factor structure of 

the participant motivations. Consistent with Hair, 

Black, Babin, Anderson, and Tatham (2006), we 

included factors with eigenvalues greater than 1.0, 

and we retained items with factor loadings greater 

than 0.50. We also examined the total variance 

explained to assess model adequacy, with models 

explaining greater than 60% of the variance deemed 

satisfactory (Hair et al., 2006).

Results are presented in Table 1. We report the 

factor loadings for each item, as well as each factor’s 

eigenvalue, variance explained, internal consistency, 

mean, and standard deviation. The first factor con-

tained items related to the participants’ motivation 

to learn more about other cultures, meet new people, 

develop friendships, and become better world citi-

zens. We termed this factor World Learning. The 

factor includes elements from several motivational 

dimensions in our conceptual framework, includ-

ing socialization (see also Bowen & Daniels, 2005; 

Crompton & McKay, 1997;  Cunningham, 2007; Gill 

et al., 1983; Manfredo et al., 1996; Recours et al., 

2004), learning about different cultures (Crompton 

& McKay, 1997; Spaajj, 2009; Sugden, 2008), and  

the social justice-oriented motivation of becoming a 

better world citizen (Lyras & Welty Peachey, 2011; 

Schulenkorf & Edwards, 2012; Welty Peachey et 

al., 2013).

The second factor, which we termed Skill Devel

opment, focused on the young persons’ desires to 

participate in elite competition, better their skills, 

and participate with other talented individuals. This 

factor captures many of the motivations found in 

the sport-focused literature, including those set in 

the youth sport context (Gill et al., 1983), physi-

cal activity setting (Cunningham, 2007; Treasure & 

Roberts, 1994, 1998), and elite sport environment 

(Riemer & Chelladurai, 1998).

The final factor focused on traveling in the US 

and around the world, and we termed this Travel. 

Researchers focusing on festival attendees have 

also noted the primacy of having new experiences 

(Bowen & Daniels, 2005; Crompton & McKay, 

1997)—something for which international travel is 

likely to allow. This theme of travel and seeking 

Table 1

Results of Principal Components Analysis

Item Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3

Q7. Meet new people 0.91

Q8. Develop new friendships 0.90

Q9. Become a better world citizen 0.82

Q6. Learn more about other cultures 0.80

Q2. Better my athletic/fine arts skills 0.87

Q3. Participate on teams or groups with talented individuals 0.84

Q1. Participate in an elite competition 0.74

Q5. Visit the United States 0.92

Q4. Travel the world 0.90

Eigenvalue 3.04 2.15 1.74

Variance explained 33.81 23.83 19.37

Cronbach’s alpha 0.89 0.77 0.83

Mean 6.17 5.59 3.82

SD 0.97 1.11 2.28

Note: Factor loadings for each item are presented.
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new experiences was also common at the Austra-

lian University Games (Xu & Pegg, 2007).

Motivation Strength. Our second research ques-

tion focused on differences in the motivations to 

determine which was strongest. To examine this 

issue, we computed paired sample t tests to exam-

ine mean differences in the motivation scores. We 

used Bonferroni correction to account for family- 

wise error, thereby putting the critical value at 

0.017 (0.05 ̧  3). Results indicate the mean score for 

World Learning (M = 6.17, SD = 0.97) was signifi-

cantly higher than the corresponding scores for Skill 

Development (M = 5.59, SD = 1.11) and Travel 

(M = 3.82, SD = 2.28) [t (218) = 7.27, p < 0.001, 

and t (217) = 15.05, p < 0.001, respectively]. Addi-

tional analyses indicated the mean score for Skill 

Development was significantly higher than the 

score for Travel [t (217) = 11.92, p < 0.001].

Motivation Differences. Our final research ques-

tion focused on potential motivational differences 

based on participant demographic characteristics.  

We computed a 2 (gender: female, male) ´ 2 (coun-

try: US, International) ´ 2 (activity: sport, fine arts)  

multivariate analysis of variance, with the three 

moti vational factors serving as the dependent 

variables. Means and standard deviations are pre-

sented in Table 2. Results indicate significant mul-

tivariate effects for country [Wilks’ lambda = 0.71, 

F(3, 202) = 27.21, p < 0.001] and activity [Wilks’ 

lambda = 0.91, F(3, 202), = 6.97, p < 0.001]. How-

ever, we did not observe significant effects for gen-

der or any of the interaction terms.

Follow-up univariate analyses for country indicate 

significant differences for all motivational factors. 

As seen in Table 2, international participants had sig-

nificantly higher mean scores than their US counter-

parts for World Learning [F(1, 204) = 6.22, p < 0.05, 

d = 0.24], Skill Development [F(1, 204) = 3.76, 

p = 0.05, d = 0.31], and Travel [F(1, 204) = 80.66, 

p < 0.001, d = 1.63]. The effect sizes for World Learn-

ing and Skill Development were moderate, while the 

effect for Travel was large.

Subsequent univariate analyses for activity 

revealed a significant effect only for Skill Develop-

ment [F(1, 204) = 12.58, p < 0.001, d = 0.53], and the 

magnitude of the effect was large. Results indicate 

sport participants were more motivated to improve 

their skills than were persons who took part in fine 

arts activities.

Study 2

The purpose of Study 1 was to quantitatively 

examine young peoples’ motivations for participat-

ing in the WSAG and WYPS, consider differences 

in the strength of those motivations, and examine 

differences based on personal characteristics. In 

Study 2, we took a different approach to the study 

of motivation, and instead conducted in-depth qual-

itative analyses. Doing so allowed us to triangulate 

the data obtained in Study 2 with the Study 1 data 

to improve the robustness of the findings. Indeed, 

such an approach allows for greater probing and 

different analytical approaches for addressing a 

common issue (motivation). Given the nature of 

Study 2, we examined the first two research ques-

tions developed for Study 1:

 RQ1:  What are the initial motivations of indi-

viduals for participating in the WSAG 

and WYPS?

 RQ2:   Which motivations for participating in the 

WSAG and WYPS are strongest?

Method

We conducted focus groups and personal inter-

views with 34 current and former participants. 

In order to triangulate the data with Study 1, we 

attempted to conduct focus groups and personal 

interviews with individuals who did not complete 

the Study 1 survey. Two individuals who partici-

pated in Study 1 did also take part in Study 2, how-

ever. In total, 17 men and 17 women, 15–35 years 

old, were sampled. The four focus groups consisted 

of six to eight participants each, a number sug-

gested by Krueger and Casey (2009), and seven 

additional personal interviews were conducted. The 

authors conducted all focus groups and personal 

interviews. We selected event participants (and for-

mer participants) from countries and activities that 

represented the diversity of the event. Alumni who 

were now volunteers were also targeted in an effort 

to gather motivation data from earlier events and 

preliminary data on transitioning to volunteering. 
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Table 2

Means and Standard Deviations Based on Gender, Activity, and Nationality

Gender Activity Nationality Mean SD N

DV: World Learning

Female Fine Arts International 6.73 0.39 13

US 6.18 0.97 24

Total 6.37 0.85 37

Sport International 6.34 0.75 27

US 6.35 0.79 54

Total 6.35 0.78 81

Total International 6.47 0.68 40

US 6.30 0.85 78

Total 6.36 0.80 118

Male Fine Arts International 6.80 0.27 5

US 5.92 1.00 9

Total 6.23 0.91 14

Sport International 6.13 1.18 35

US 5.87 1.03 45

Total 5.98 1.10 80

Total International 6.21 1.13 40

US 5.88 1.10 54

Total 6.02 1.07 94

Total Fine Arts International 6.75 0.35 18

US 6.11 0.97 33

Total 6.33 0.86 51

Sport International 6.22 1.01 62

US 6.13 0.94 99

Total 6.17 0.97 161

Total International 6.34 0.93 80

US 6.12 0.94 132

Total 6.21 0.94 212

DV: Skill Development

Female Fine Arts International 5.54 1.26 13

US 5.24 0.96 24

Total 5.34 1.07 37

Sport International 5.88 1.17 27

US 5.59 1.00 54

Total 5.59 1.06 81

Total International 5.77 1.20 40

US 5.48 1.00 78

Total 5.58 1.07 118

Male Fine Arts International 5.07 1.57 5

US 4.44 0.85 9

Total 4.67 1.14 14

Sport International 5.96 1.04 35

US 5.65 1.11 45

Total 5.79 1.08 80

Total International 5.85 1.13 40

US 5.45 1.15 54

Total 5.62 1.15 94

Total Fine Arts International 5.41 1.32 18

US 5.02 1.00 33

Total 5.16 1.12 51

(continued)
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Individuals in the sample represented 19 different 

nationalities, eight different sports, and five fine 

arts activities (see Table 3).

The personal interview and focus group inter-

view guides were semistructured to allow the inter-

viewers to ask a standard set of questions but also 

explore tangents and probe for deeper understand-

ing. To protect confidentiality, all study participants 

were given a pseudonym. Interviews and focus 

groups were conducted until data saturation was 

achieved. The data analysis process utilized open,  

axial, and selective coding (Strauss & Corbin, 

1990). The initial open coding procedure consisted 

of the first and second authors going line by line 

through the transcripts to identify salient motiva-

tional factors towards participating in the WSAG 

and WYPS. The next step entailed reducing these 

codes into common themes (axial coding). The 

authors met twice to review their codes, themes, and 

significant findings to strengthen the dependability 

of the findings. Finally, selective coding was uti-

lized to choose relevant quotations from the study 

participants that successfully illustrated the themes 

that were identified during axial coding (Strauss & 

Table 2

Means and Standard Deviations Based on Gender, Activity, and Nationality (Continued)

Gender Activity Nationality Mean SD N

DV: Skill Development

Sport International 5.92 1.09 62

US 5.62 1.05 99

Total 5.74 1.07 161

Total International 5.81 1.16 80

US 5.47 1.06 132

Total 5.60 1.11 212

DV: Travel

Female Fine Arts International 6.04 1.52 13

US 2.06 1.47 24

Total 3.46 2.42 37

Sport International 5.39 2.16 27

US 2.85 2.02 54

Total 3.70 2.38 81

Total International 5.60 1.98 40

US 2.61 1.87 78

Total 3.62 2.39 118

Male Fine Arts International 5.10 1.52 5

US 2.33 1.64 9

Total 3.32 2.06 14

Sport International 5.71 1.75 35

US 2.99 1.71 45

Total 4.18 2.19 80

Total International 5.64 1.72 40

US 2.88 1.70 54

Total 4.05 2.19 94

Total Fine Arts International 5.78 1.54 18

US 2.14 1.50 33

Total 3.42 2.31 51

Sport International 5.57 1.93 62

US 2.91 1.88 99

Total 3.94 2.30 161

Total International 5.62 1.84 80

US 2.72 1.82 132

Total 3.81 2.30 212
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Corbin, 1990). Member checks with participants 

were conducted to augment credibility of the results 

(Creswell, 1998). Study participants were given the 

opportunity to review their transcripts and study 

interpretations: none of the participants responded 

with concerns or issues.

Results and Discussion

Three main themes emerged that encompassed 

motivations of individuals to participate in the 

WSAG and WYPS: interpersonal connections 

(World Learning), skill development, and oppor-

tunity to travel and gain new experiences. These 

themes support the three factors developed within 

Study 1, as well as the relative strength of those 

factors, and are presented below utilizing quota-

tions drawn from the focus groups and interviews.

Interpersonal Connections (World Learning). The 

most prevalent theme influencing initial participant 

motivation to attend the WSAG and WYPS was the 

desire to build social networks and interpersonal 

connections (World Learning). As with Study 1, 

these findings support previous research con-

ducted with sport and music events that identified 

socialization (Bowen & Daniels, 2005; Crompton  

Table 3

WSAG and WYPS Focus Group and Interview Participants

Name Age Gender Race

Country of Origin/

Nationality Activity

Ade 17 M Black US Track and Field

Alex 31 M Asian US Volleyball

Alfonso 17 M Hispanic US (Guatemalan 

nationality)

Track/Art

Cabe 17 M White Ireland Soccer

Caryn 17 F White Luxembourg Tennis

Casey 15 F White US Visual Arts

Enam 17 M Black US (Ghana nationality) Basketball

Gillian 31 F Hispanic Mexico Dance

Hasani 15 M Black US (Ghana nationality) Basketball

Ian 16 M White US Soccer

Jackie 17 F Hispanic/Asian US (Dominican/Chinese 

nationality)

Visual Arts

Jackson 18 M Black US Basketball

Jade 18 F Asian Thailand Choir

Jake 17 M Puerto Rican Puerto Rico Track and Field

Klaudio 20 F Hispanic Chile Tennis

Laura 15 F Caucasian Australia Basketball

Leiko 16 M Sinhalese Sri Lanka Basketball

Leon 24 M Hispanic Uruguay Theater

Makela 15 F Black US Softball

Manella 16 F Hispanic Dominican Republic Creative 

Writing

Marge 16 F White US Fencing

Martin 27 M White US Swimming

Melissa 17 F White New Zealand Theatre

Miko 18 F Asian US (Myanmar nationality) Choir

Nuncio 18 M Hispanic Nicaragua Lacrosse

Pax 18 M Black US (Nigerian nationality) Basketball

Peg 35 F Asian Philippines Basketball

Peter 18 M White US Basketball

Ramon 18 F Black US Softball

Rebecca 18 F White Ireland Theatre

Ricky 16 M White US Basketball

Safina 32 F Black Guyana Choir

Tanesha 16 F Black US Softball

Tyler 15 M Black/Hispanic US Basketball
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& McKay, 1997; Cunningham, 2007; Gill et al., 

1983; Manfredo et al., 1996; Nicholson & Pearce, 

2001; Recours et al., 2004), learning about differ-

ent cultures (Crompton & McKay, 1997; Spaajj, 

2009; Sugden, 2008), and, in the SFD context, the 

social justice-oriented motivation of becoming a 

better world citizen (Lyras & Welty Peachey, 2011; 

Schulenkorf & Edwards, 2012; Welty Peachey et al., 

2013) as prominent motivations.

Some participants wanted to make new friends or 

meet people from diverse cultures. Others wished 

to be part of an initiative that would assist them in 

becoming a better world citizen and allow them 

the opportunity to give back to society. Still others 

simply enjoyed the opportunity to encounter new 

people in a fresh atmosphere, which yielded posi-

tive feelings, while some were motivated by the 

opportunity to gain new friends and social media 

(i.e., Facebook and Twitter) connections.

Leon was one participant who heard about the 

event and was motivated to apply because of the 

environment it could create:

When I listened about the World Scholar-Athlete 

Games, I thought that it would be a great opportu-

nity to meet people from around the world. 

Marge was another individual who appreciated 

the chance to broaden her horizons and enjoyed 

learning from a unique atmosphere, saying 

I think for me at least, it’s meeting people, and 

learning is equal. Partially because I’m really 

interested in all different cultures, and that was 

extremely appealing to me.

Gillian had been familiar with different cultures 

and was motivated to continue immersing herself in 

that atmosphere:

I studied in an international school all my life so 

I was familiarized with the idea of having people 

from everywhere in the playground. So it wasn’t 

something that freaked me out, it was something 

that really encouraged me to come. . . . I just 

wanted to meet other people from other places.

Others like Jackie viewed the WSAG and the 

WYPS as a way to take a break from the environment 

that surrounded her at home, as she shared that

I had actually wanted to meet a lot more people 

from different states, different countries because 

in [my home town], everyone just knows each 

other sadly.

Martin, a former participant who returned to 

the event as a volunteer, reflected on his desires to 

attend in the past:

[WSAG] was my chance to be on my own and 

meet people. It wasn’t about the athletic show; it 

was just about meeting people. 

Casey was also one international participant who 

took part in the 2008 U.S. Scholar-Athlete Games, 

but who then came to the WSAG and WYPS 

because of her desires to meet people at the event:

One of [my goals] was to meet new people and 

make new friends. Because like last time, I made 

really good friends. And we all decided to come 

back together.

Beyond wanting to broaden their social circles 

through new acquaintances and friends, some of 

the participants desired to use the event as a means 

of fulfilling altruistic motivations to “give back” to 

their community. Alfonso, for example, was excited 

to attend the event for philanthropic reasons:

I came here to maybe learn more about what I can 

do to make a big difference. So I want to make a big 

difference, make the world a better place for kids.

Marge also wanted to use the WSAG and 

WYPS platform to build on her previous volun-

teer experience:

I’ve been involved in some social action things in 

my community and I mean it’s a really great edu-

cational opportunity for me to develop the ways in 

which I can kind of make a difference.

Therefore, the WSAG and WYPS served to create 

interpersonal connections and foster World Learn-

ing. Some participants simply wanted to make new 

friends and expand their social circles, a similar 

finding to other large-scale event motivation stud-

ies (Crompton & McKay, 2007; Xu & Pegg, 2007) 

and festival motivation research (Bowen &  Daniels, 

2005; Crompton & McKay, 1997;  Nicholson & 
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Pearce, 2001). Others wished to immerse them-

selves in various cultures and learn from their 

cohort (Crompton & McKay, 1997;  Dickson, 2010; 

Spaajj, 2009; Sugden, 2008). Unlike previous 

large-scale motivation studies, however, WSAG 

and WYPS participants had a desire to take this 

experience and utilize the skills and connections 

created for altruistic endeavors and give back to the 

community, an aspect of world citizenship impor-

tant to SFD events (Lyras & Welty Peachey, 2011; 

Schulenkorf & Edwards, 2012; Welty Peachey et 

al., 2013). The additional components of the peace 

summit and workshops that were part of the WSAG 

and WYPS added a development and social justice 

focus that motivated participants, components that 

other sporting events usually do not possess.

Skill Development. The second most influential 

motivation was the desire to better one’s skills and 

talents in an elite atmosphere. As we suggested in 

Study 1, this factor captures many of the motiva-

tions found in the sport-focused literature, including 

that set in the youth sport context (Gill et al., 1983), 

physical activity setting (Cunningham, 2007; Trea-

sure & Roberts, 1994, 1998), and elite sport environ-

ment (Riemer & Chelladurai, 1998). In addition, skill 

development was a motivator for participants in the 

Australian Scholar-Athlete Games (Dickson, 2010) 

and the Masters’ Games (Ryan & Lockyer, 2002). 

Some participants in the current study were driven 

extrinsically by the opportunity to compete against 

the best, while others wanted to take advantage of 

the opportunity to improve their skills and ability.

Pax was one participant passionate about tak-

ing part in the event and representing the US 

in basketball:

I thought I was in the Olympics, I thought I was 

representing team USA out of all the smart bas-

ketball players in the country. I came to show the 

world who I was. I thought it was the Olympics, 

I was coming to show the world that I was one of 

the best players in the world.

Ian also wanted to use the WSAG and WYPS as 

an occasion to take part in high-level athletics:

I thought it would be more intense athletically, 

play soccer . . . intense competition.

Gillian took advantage of the events as an outlet 

to be able to dance with similar elite performers, 

sharing that

I was a ballet dancer, and there are not many com-

petitions around for ballet. So that triggered my 

desire.

Finally, Casey was a gifted tennis player who 

aimed to enhance her game. She hoped that com-

peting versus similar opponents would advance 

her skills:

[One] goal was to really improve in my tennis, 

because I’m really competitive in my tennis. I 

really wanted to improve.

As noted in motivation research, competition 

and success can impact an individual’s motiva-

tion towards sport participation. Ryan and Lockyer 

(2002) state that the presence of others of the same 

skill set could serve as a benchmark and create an 

emphasis on personal performance. At the WSAG 

and WYPS, participants had a wide variety of desires 

to take part in the events based on their talent level. 

While some wanted to attend to compete against 

the best and test their talents, others just wanted an 

opportunity to learn and improve their personal skill 

set. Considering many WSAG and WYPS partici-

pants were “elite” at their sport or fine arts activity, 

competition and winning most likely did not dimin-

ish intrinsic desires to take part in the event. This is 

supported by previous research suggesting that suc-

cess and positive competitive experiences instead of 

defeat or negative emotions can result in intrinsic 

motivations (McAuley & Tammen, 1989; Valler-

and, Gauvin, & Halliwell, 1986).

Opportunity for Travel and New Experiences. 

Finally, the WSAG and WYPS were able to provide 

the opportunity for participants to travel around the 

world or across the country. Researchers focusing 

on festival attendees have also noted the impor-

tance of having new experiences (Bowen & Dan-

iels, 2005; Crompton & McKay, 1997) that travel 

could provide. This theme of travel and seeking new 

experiences was also common at the Australian Uni-

versity Games (Xu & Pegg, 2007). Thus, travel and 

new experiences served as a motivation for some 
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participants to attend the WSAG and WYPS. Having 

the chance to travel to the US provided an oppor-

tunity that normally might not have been available 

to many of the participants. Gillian was one exam-

ple of an individual who yearned for a chance to 

visit America:

I think what motivated me was to actually come 

to a US college and be in a dorm and have that 

experience. In Mexico we don’t have dorms or 

colleges, or we don’t go away from home to study 

so that was a very American way of life, so having 

that experience as well.

Jackie also embraced the experience and was 

motivated because of the unique opportunity to 

travel:

It seemed like a really good opportunity and a 

once in a life time chance to come here.

Caryn believed that taking part in the WSAG 

and WYPS would provide benefits and a chance 

for self-improvement, relating that

I was very interested because I would go to the 

United States, and perhaps improve my English.

Others wished to experience the US culture and 

see the sites of the country, such as the Irish delega-

tion that left campus one day to visit Boston and see 

more of New England. Thus, a basic motivational 

factor influencing participants’ desire to attend the 

WSAG and WYPS revolved around the opportunity 

to travel and experience the US culture.

General Discussion

The purpose of this research was to ascertain 

the motivational factors that drew participants 

from around the world to the WSAG and WYPS. 

Whereas previous research has been conducted on 

participant motivation with regard to large-scale 

sport events (Vallerand, 1997, 2007; Funk et al., 

2007; Ramchandani & Coleman, 2012; Xu & Pegg, 

2007) and international cultural festivals (Bowen & 

Daniels, 2005; Crompton & McKay, 1997; Nichol-

son & Pearce, 2001), this study makes a unique con-

tribution in that it develops a conceptual framework 

illuminating the initial motivations of individuals to 

take part in a large-scale, elite, multinational SFD 

event centered upon fostering peace, understanding, 

and cultural acceptance. In this two-study investi-

gation, we quantitatively and qualitatively explored 

participant motivations in an effort to guide theory 

development of motivations to take part in SFD 

events and address a gap in the literature examining 

SFD event motivations. This is an important under-

taking, as SFD events often combine sports with 

cultural and educational activities and programming 

to achieve their missions, instead of solely focus-

ing on athletic competition (Lyras & Welty Peachey, 

2011; Schulenkorf & Edwards, 2012). As such, par-

ticipant motivations to engage in these combined 

events could be different from either mainstream 

sport events or cultural events and festivals.

Our conceptual framework identifies World 

Learning, Skill Development, and Travel as the 

primary motivators. As seen in the findings of 

Study 1, the strongest motivator to take part in the 

WSAG and WYPS was World Learning. This find-

ing was supported by respondents in Study 2, who 

repeatedly stated that the most influential motiva-

tional factors were the desire to meet new people, 

develop friendships, learn about other cultures, 

and give back to the community through altruistic 

actions, all aspects of World Learning. The World 

Learning factor includes elements from several 

motivational dimensions, including socialization 

(see also Bowen & Daniels, 2005; Crompton & 

McKay, 1997; Cunningham, 2007; Gill et al., 1983; 

Manfredo et al., 1996; Recours et al., 2004), learn-

ing about different cultures (Crompton & McKay, 

1997; Spaajj, 2009; Sugden, 2008), and the social 

justice-oriented motivation of becoming a better 

world citizen (Lyras & Welty Peachey, 2011; Schu-

lenkorf & Edwards, 2012; Welty Peachey et al., 

2013). World Learning was also a more prominent 

factor for international participants than partici-

pants from the US. Due to the nature and amount of 

conflict in the world taking place in some interna-

tional participants’ home countries, it could be that 

international youth were more attuned to the need 

for working at peace and conflict resolution strate-

gies, and thus embraced the mission of the WSAG 

and WYPS to a greater extent than young people 

from the US, who could be more insulated from 

these agendas. For example, research has noted 

strong national identity or patriotism in Americans, 
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some of whom have a tendency to display deroga-

tory attitudes towards other nations (Li & Brewer, 

2004; Sidanius & Petrocik, 2001).

Both studies contribute to our conceptual frame-

work by revealing that the second and third most 

influential motivational factors were Skill Devel-

opment and Travel, respectively, where participants 

were motivated to take part in elite competition, 

improve their athletic or artistic skills, or travel to 

or within the US to explore and experience a new 

environment. However, fine arts participants were 

motivated by the opportunity to improve their skills 

to a lesser extent than the sport participants. Some 

sport participants mentioned that they viewed the 

WSAG in particular as a sport camp, which tradi-

tionally a young athlete attends in order to work 

with high-quality coaches to improve one’s skills 

and engage in competition and tournaments. Thus, 

some sport participants would be motivated by skill 

development. Fine arts participants, however, may 

not have viewed the WSAG as a camp for skill 

improvement, but rather as an educational pro-

gram where new friends could be made and where 

they would be challenged intellectually to strive to 

make a difference in the world. During the WSAG, 

fine arts participants also worked together to cre-

ate collaborate projects, such as a showcase closing 

ceremonies where all cultural groups performed 

together. These collaborative projects may have 

resulted in World Learning being a stronger moti-

vator than Skill Development. However, these pre-

liminary conclusions warrant future investigation.

Thus, the current research has helped shape 

a conceptual framework for understanding par-

ticipant motivations for SFD events, drawn from 

various literature bases, including leisure, physi-

cal activity, sport, and festivals. Further, the peace 

and social justice component of the WSAG and 

WYPS, which aligned with the world citizenship 

facet of the World Learning factor, was instrumen-

tal in attracting participants who had motivations 

different from individuals who participated in other 

large-scale, multinational sporting events without 

a SFD emphasis. Instead of being primarily moti-

vated by competition and rewards, as is the case 

at many international sporting events (Vallerand, 

1997, 2007), the WSAG and WYPS participants, 

even those who were exceptional athletes and fine 

artists, were motivated more by the opportunity to 

make a difference in the world and in one’s local 

community (world citizenship) and by the social 

aspects of the event (socialization). Anecdotally, 

our findings are similar to a report suggesting that 

young people are motivated to take part in the Model 

UN to learn more about other cultures, develop as 

world citizens, and make good friends (Muldoon, 

1995). The Model UN is a non-sport initiative of 

the United Nations designed as an academic simu-

lation that allows young people to learn about other 

countries and cultures and develop leadership skills. 

It is interesting that our findings differed slightly 

from Dickson’s (2010) findings with the Austra-

lian Scholar-Athlete Games, where it was found 

that the most significant motivator was to develop 

new skills and ideas. One explanation could be that 

local organizers of the Australian Scholar-Athlete 

Games placed a greater emphasis on skill develop-

ment in their marketing literature than on develop-

ing peace agendas and learning how to implement 

action plans for change at the community level. 

The marketing literature of the WSAG, and the 

WYPS in particular, had a concerted emphasis on 

the latter.

Contributions, Implications, and Future Research

While remaining mindful of potential limitations 

(e.g., data collected from a single event, socially 

desirable responses), this research does make several 

contributions. We have contributed to event motiva-

tion theory by drawing forth and refining (through 

both quantitative and qualitative efforts) a concep-

tual framework of participant motivations for taking 

part in SFD events that combine sport, cultural, and 

educational platforms. Theoretically, we have identi-

fied three motivational factors that could be unique 

in their relative importance and strength from moti-

vations to attend other elite, multinational sporting 

events, from cultural, music, or arts festivals, or 

even from other SFD events that have different foci 

(e.g., sport event interventions working with disad-

vantaged youth, or initiated to help combat obesity). 

These factors of World Learning, Skill Develop-

ment, and Travel can be incorporated into theories 

of motivation in the SFD event context and serve to 

guide future researchers in their efforts.

From a practical standpoint, these findings imply 

that SFD events with a peace and conflict resolution 
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focus should highlight socialization opportunities 

and the mission of the organization, while still pro-

viding an environment of healthy competition and 

skill development. Green and Chalip (1998) sug-

gest “the outcomes players seek need to be under-

stood in more than merely sport-specific terms” (p. 

285). In that same vein, it may be more important 

in marketing efforts to emphasize the opportunity 

to make new friends and learn about other cul-

tures than to participate in elite competition. It is 

also important for organizers of these events to not 

shy away from their missions, and to market these 

events as opportunities to learn about and engage 

with world issues, meet people from other cultures, 

and develop strategies for change that can be taken 

back to the local communities. Organizers may also 

wish to target potential international participants 

with marketing strategies that focus more on the 

mission of the event and travel possibilities, while 

emphasizing the opportunity for skill development 

to a greater degree with potential US participants. 

SFD event organizers should provide ample oppor-

tunity for young people to socialize and interact 

with individuals from different cultures and coun-

tries, using mixed-nation teams and activity groups 

and creating ancillary social events (e.g., concerts, 

coffee houses, field trips, talent nights) to capitalize 

on World Learning as a motivator. Emphasis should 

also be given to designing competitive teams and 

hiring quality coaches and instructors to meet the 

need for skill development.

As this was one of the first preliminary investiga-

tions into participant motivations for a multinational 

SFD event, there are various agendas that can be 

pursued with future research. First, similar stud-

ies on participant motivation need to be conducted 

with other SFD events that have similar and dis-

similar missions in order to refine the conceptual 

framework presented here. It may be that cultural 

context and location, as well as other situational 

and economic variables, could result in different 

motivational factors being salient for another SFD 

event centered on peace that is held at a different 

time and in a different area of the world, such as 

Africa, the Middle East, or China. It must be noted 

that the present investigation only examined initial 

participant motivations, and not how these motiva-

tions were then reflective of participant retention. 

This was outside the scope of the present study, as 

WSAG and WYPS participants would only be able 

to attend one WSAG due to age restrictions. For 

other SFD events, however, participant retention 

would be of prime concern. Given the importance 

of SFD events for promoting peace and justice, all 

efforts aimed at improving them and encouraging 

participation are needed and welcome.
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